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HOW JESUS GATHERED HIS FIRST DISCIPLES. 



By Professor E. I. Bosworth, 
Oberlin Theological Seminary, Oberlin, Ohio. 



According to Matthew and Mark, Jesus, as he walked along 
the beach of the Sea of Galilee, saw four fishermen, at least two 
of whom were, perhaps, not ordinary fishermen, but well-to-do 
fish packers, with a number of servants in their employ. 1 These 
four men he summoned to follow him, and, strangely enough, 
without any apparent objection or hesitation they complied with 
his request. They accompanied him on a tour of synagogue 
preaching throughout the numerous villages of Galilee, in which 
his burning theme was the speedy coming of the kingdom of 
God, and in which he attracted attention to himself as a healer 
of disease. 2 Upon his return to Capernaum he went out to 
the beach again, and this time saw a tax collector sitting in 
his office. The same authoritative summons was given him, and 
was followed by the same unhesitating obedience. 3 These men 
were called his " disciples," 4 and after a time were appointed, 
with seven others, to be " apostles." 5 

The query is : What drew these men to Jesus ? Was he a 
stranger to them, the irresistible spell of whose authoritative 
manner constrained them, or had they known him before ? If 
they had known him before, did they think him to be the 
Messiah, or did they regard him at the time simply as a great 
prophet of the kingdom of God, and come later to see in him 
the Messiah ? In pursuance of the theory that they saw in him 
at the beginning only a great prophet, it is said that the confes- 
sion of belief in Jesus' Messiahship made by Peter, at a com- 
paratively late period in the history of his acquaintance with 
Jesus, 6 was the first expression of an opinion which he had only 
recently formed. This theory, of course, does not accept the 

1 Mark I : 20. 3 Mark 2 : 13, 14. s Luke 6 : t3. 

a Mark I : 38, 39 ; Luke 4 : 43, 44. * Mark 2 : 16. 6 Mark 8 : 29. 
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narrative in the first chapter of John's gospel, which represents 
these four men who appear in the first chapter of Mark as 
having been drawn to Jesus (presumably at an earlier period 
than that mentioned in Mark) by the conviction that he was the 
Messiah. 

In case one considers the first chapters of John's gospel 
historically trustworthy, as does the present writer, it remains 
to be seen whether an account of the way in which the first 
disciples were drawn to Jesus can be constructed that shall 
include all the material afforded by the four gospels. Such an 
effort must take account of the fact that, well on in the ministry 
of Jesus, even the parties among the people that were favorably 
disposed toward him did not think that he considered himself 
to be the Messiah, but supposed him to be a prophetic fore- 
runner of the Messiah. "And in the way he asked his disciples, 
saying unto them, Who do men say that I am ? And they told 
him saying, John the Baptist ; and others, Elijah ; but others, 
One of the prophets." 7 To be sure, this opinion that he was a 
prophet may conceivably have been a retreat from an earlier sur- 
mise that he was the Messiah, but, even in that case, it shows that 
Jesus had never presented himself to the people as the Messiah ; 
for then they could only have retreated to the opinion that he was 
an impostor. If, up to this late period in his ministry, the friends 
of Jesus among the people had seen no evidence that he thought 
himself to be the Messiah, how could it be that, as the first 
chapter of John's gospel represents, a company of disciples in the 
very beginning was drawn toward him by the conviction that 
he was the Messiah ? An attempt to give a brief outline of an 
answer to this question is made in the following statements. 
The dove and the voice from heaven at the time of Jesus' 
baptism were signs perceived by Jesus and John the Baptist only. 
John the Baptist then publicly proclaimed Jesus as a great person- 
age, the latchet of whose shoe he was not worthy to unloose, 8 
but he did not, in these public utterances, definitely announce 
him as the Messiah. It was this general, suggestive, but not 
explicit testimony to which reference was later made in John 

» Mark 8 : 27, 28 ; cf. Matt. 16:13, 14; Luke 9 : 18, 19. "John 1 : 27. 
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3:26 and 10 : 40, 41, in which passages the Baptist is said to 
have borne testimony to Jesus. That this testimony was not an 
explicit designation of Jesus as the Messiah is evident, not 
merely from the fact that the Baptist retained his company of 
disciples, but from the more significant fact that his disciples 
were later annoyed because Jesus was reported to be gaining 
a larger following than that of the Baptist. "And they came 
unto John and said unto him, Rabbi, he that was with thee 
beyond Jordan, to whom thou hast borne witness, behold, the 
same baptizeth, and all men come to him." 9 If the Baptist had 
publicly proclaimed Jesus as Messiah, his disciples would have 
been neither surprised nor offended at Jesus' popularity. 10 At 
the same time, it is evident that the Baptist did privately 
designate Jesus as the Messiah to a small inner circle of his 
disciples, who, unlike the main body of his disciples, left him 
and attached themselves to Jesus." These men went quietly 
to a few of their friends with the suggestion that Jesus was the 
Messiah, and, under the influence of this private suggestion 
originating with the Baptist, a group of five or six disciples 
gathered about Jesus. 12 

It seems strange, at first thought, that the Baptist and these 
first disciples should not have openly published their discovery 
of the Messiah. The explanation of their silence is afforded by a 
fact, strongly emphasized in the synoptic gospels, namely, the 
vigorous insistence of Jesus that no public reference to his 
Messiahship should be made. He is represented as sternly for- 
bidding any such confession on the part of the demoniacs who 
recognized him, 13 and as continuing, even late in his ministry, 

9 John 3 : 26. 

10 Dr. Sanday, in his admirable article on " Jesus Christ " in the Hastings Bible 
Dictionary, Vol. II, p. 615, explains the fact that the public did not suppose Jesus to 
have regarded himself as the Messiah by the supposition that, although the Baptist had 
given explicit public testimony to the Messiahship of Jesus, his testimony " had reached 
but few, and was by this time generally forgotten." Against this supposition, how- 
ever, it may be argued that, inasmuch as John the Baptist had profoundly stirred the 
nation with his Messianic preaching, and Jesus very soon gained general attention, no 
explicit public designation of Jesus as Messiah by the Baptist, even in the presence 
of a small audience, could well have been " forgotten." 

11 John I : 29-37. K John I : 40-49. " 3 Mark 1 : 34. 
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this strenuous prohibition in the case of his disciples. When 
Peter answered him with the confession, "Thou art the Christ," 
he "charged them that they should tell no man of him."' 4 We 
must suppose that Jesus and John the Baptist had much more of 
conference with each other than is described in the brief, sum- 
mary account contained in the gospels. We have seen how much 
the synoptic gospels omit in their account of the early period of 
Jesus' acquaintance with his disciples, and, in general, it is evi- 
dent that the gospels give only certain essential, salient incidents 
in the life-work of Jesus, without attempting to fill in the detailed 
connection demanded in a modern biography. It is, therefore, 
to be supposed that Jesus, in the beginning of his ministry, just 
as later in the case of the apostolic band, held strictly in abey- 
ance any public proclamation of Messiahship on the part of John 
the Baptist and the first disciples. 

The reason for this strenuous reserve on. the part of Jesus can- 
not appropriately be discussed here. It is sufficient to say that 
his policy seems to have been to draw the attention of the nation 
to himself as a great messenger from God, 15 keeping it in suspense 
as to whether he were prophet or Messiah, and so to gain oppor- 
tunity to present his conception of Messiahship and the king- 
dom of God, which was very different from that current among 
the people. 

The first disciples, then, came to Jesus because they supposed 
him to be the Messiah, who would inaugurate the kingdom of God 
with its religious and political glory so fondly hoped for by the 
people. The conviction that he was the Messiah may have been 
stronger in some than in others. Men like Levi, who became dis- 
ciples a little later and apparently without any previous connec- 
tion with John the Baptist, probably had less definite ground than 
had the first disciples for such a conviction. Levi may have seen 
in Jesus that which made him conjecture his Messiahship, but 
possibly he saw in him only a great prophet ; for either conception 
would account for his readiness to accept discipleship. But, 
even in the case of the first disciples, the conviction that Jesus 
was the Messiah was largely tentative and sorely needed 

"•Mark 8:30; cf. 9:9. >s Cf. John 3 : 2. 
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confirmation. They eagerly waited to see him do the things the 
Messiah was expected to do. Some of these things he did, but, 
because his conception of Messiahship was so different from 
theirs, many of the things he did seemed to them entirely 
un-Messiah-like ; and his conduct, at times, was a great trial to 
them. 16 John the Baptist frankly expressed his perplexity to Jesus 
himself, 17 and there is indication that the Twelve, at one time, 
might perhaps have abandoned him, had it not been for the 
persistent confidence of Peter.* 8 

A second influence that drew the disciples about Jesus may 
well have been the power of his personality. The relation of 
discipleship was gradually formed. It advanced by natural 
stages, and did not become fixed in the form of apostleship until 
the men had been given considerable opportunity to become 
acquainted with Jesus. He probably gave even his disciples no 
explicit assurance at first that he believed himself to be the Mes- 
siah. His attitude in prohibiting any public proclamation of his 
Messiahship seems to have been one of suggestion or quiet 
assumption, rather than explicit assertion. All this made the 
personal element in the relationship more prominent than the 
official, and had Jesus possessed an offensive or weak personality, 
these first disciples would have easily drifted away from him, or 
turned back, some of them, to the strong personality of the Baptist. 
Jesus laid emphasis on this personal element in discipleship, 
when he said to his disciples near the end : " I have called you 
friends." 1 " 

It was, moreover, largely through what he was in his own 
personal life that he endeavored to displace their conception of 
the kingdom of God by the one that lay in his own mind. What 
God's kingdom is depends upon what God is ; and their concep- 
tion of God's kingdom was determined by their conception of 
God. Jesus' purpose was to give these men, through his own 
personality, such a conception of God as would effect the neces- 
sary change in their conception of his kingdom. It was this 
that he had in mind when, at the end of the period of discipleship, 

16 Mark 8 : 32 ; 10 : 24-26. ,8 John 6 : 66-69 ; Matt. 16 : 15-17. 

'7 Matt. 11:2,3. " John 15:15. 
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he said to one of them : " Have I been so long time with you, 
and dost thou not know me, Philip ? he that hath seen me hath 
seen the Father." 20 

A hint as to what the qualities were that most strongly 
attracted the disciples to him is afforded by the brief characteri- 
zation of him made long after by one of these first disciples : 
"And the word became flesh and dwelt among us (and we 
beheld his glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father) , 
full of grace and truth."" "Grace," or a beautiful, gladdening 
kindness, and " truth," or a transparent, fearless honesty, were 
the dominant traits of his personality. Levi, the publican, must 
have felt the attractive power of these traits, independently of 
any opinion he may have had regarding the Messiahship of Jesus. 
Through his willingness to profit by the humiliation of his 
nation, Levi had accepted a position in the Roman civil service, 
and, at the cost of the respect of his fellow-countrymen, was col- 
lecting from them the obnoxious Roman taxes. Jesus noticed 
him among his listeners on the lake-shore near the customs office, 
doubtless made his acquaintance, and found him susceptible to 
the truths of the kingdom. Then, with a generous kindness and 
an honest, unflinching disregard of consequences, he one day 
invited the tax collector to identify himself with the slowly 
gathering band of disciples, and ultimately appointed him to a 
place among the Twelve. This action must have powerfully 
attracted Levi to the personality of Jesus. The great reception 
which Levi gave in celebration of his discipleship 22 shows how 
heartily he appreciated the unique kindness of Jesus and the 
courageous honesty with which it was expressed. 

The dominant "truth," or honesty, of Jesus expressed itself 
in an abhorrence of all shams, particularly of sham religion, and 
led him to the open disregard of certain spurious expressions of 
religion characteristic of the Pharisaism of his day. It showed 
itself, also, in a certain power of penetration into the very 
motives of men, which enabled one of these first disciples, look- 
ing back years afterward upon their early experience of the 
power of his personality, to say that he "needed not that anyone 

"John 14:9. 2I Johnl:l4. M Luke 5 : 29, 30. 
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should bear witness concerning man ; for he himself knew what 
was in man." * 3 

In combination with this "grace" and "truth " there was also 
a certain masterfulness that attracted and held those who came 
receptively within the sphere of his influence. It characterized 
his style of synagogue address, for all noted that he " spake with 
authority." As time went on he did, indeed, show what seemed 
to them an unworthy foreboding of evil, for which Peter felt 
compelled to call him to account, 24 and a weak unreadiness to 
seize opportunities for the proclamation of his Messiahship, very 
perplexing in a Messianic aspirant ; but, in all his familiar inter- 
course with his disciples, this fascinating attitude of masterful 
authority never weakened. " Ye call me, Master, and Lord : and 
ye say well ; for so I am." 25 

These three fundamental characteristics of his personality — 
friendliness, honesty, and masterfulness — "grace," "truth," and 
"authority" — increasingly exhibited through all his career, 
must, at the very beginning, have been somewhat operative in 
drawing the first disciples to him ; and must have been among 
the influences which held them to him in the dark days when he 
was so disappointing to them as a Messiah. 

To sum up, then, Jesus' first disciples approached him with 
the expectation of finding in him the Messiah, and, as they 
waited for the confirmation of this expectation, were held to him 
by the force of his personal character. 

2 3John2:25. S +Matt. 16:21, 22. 2 SJohnl3:l3. 



